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Abstract: Designs methods and approaches are growing in popularity across disciplines, however, definitions are often absent, hidden or superficial with designers
missing from the research team. The conveners argue that this endangers design to be
misused and devalued. This conversation questioned, what is the current state of design definitions and how they could be developed with a perspective of rigour and impact. Points of tension were discovered between contextualisation of a method vs how
design communicates to other disciplines; defining from the edges of a definition and
defining the core values; and design epistemological base. Recommendations from
the conversation include rigorous core components and values of established but
vague definitions, such as co-design, be created with space for creative interpretations, along with a broader discussion on design epistemological base.
Keywords: definitions; design research; rigour

1. Context of conversation
1.1 Background
There is considerable divergence in the clarity and consensus on design ‘definitions’, both
within the discipline of design and beyond - sometimes to the point of contention. Some
might argue this weakens and endangers the whole discipline, others might argue it
strengthens and widens applications and practices. Independent of any judgement, design
approaches, principles, methodologies and methods often assume different meanings depending on the context in which they are stated. For example, the term “co-design” can
mean widely different things to different partners within the same project or across different projects and is commonly interpreted and applied by designers and non-designers with
considerable variation.
The state of design ‘definitions’ has significant implications for the identity and integrity of
design research, practice and policy, and is highly relevant to reflect on and improve design
research rigour, impact and reach.
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1.2 Overarching research question
Envisioning design as a rigorous, progressive and impactful force, this conversation sets out
to address the following:
• What is the current state of design ‘definitions’, and how should this evolve to
achieve a more desirable state for design theory, practice and policy?
Sub research questions
• What is the current state of design ‘definitions’?
• What are the implications of design ‘definitions’ on research, practice and policy?
• How should design ‘definitions’ transition and progress from here?

1.3 Who we are
Each convener is a member of The Inclusionaries, an advanced design research lab. We are a
team of Inclusive and Human-Centred Design experts and researchers, who investigate critical and contemporary dimensions of inclusive design and human-centred innovation for individuals, communities, and society. Our aim is to advance these two fields through critical research, contextual design, and creative engagement.
The Inclusionaries Lab defines advanced design research as: incorporating both reflection
and transition; engaging with higher-level narratives; acknowledging both immediate and
extended contexts; and acting as a transdisciplinary agent.
We have four main topic areas we currently research; Inclusive Mobility, Psychosocial Inclusion, Design for end-of-life, and Healthcare Innovation.

1.4 Observations & insights
Observations and insights from systematic mapping
Two of the conveners conducted a systematic mapping review in design and end-of-life, and
inclusive design and human-centred design in oral healthcare, in which the lack of transparency and consistency in reporting design methods and methodologies, inside and outside of
the field of design were found. This made discovery of design contributions difficult and
analysis and synthesis towards best practice impossible.
The lack of transparency in reporting was pronounced enough during the research that
Leason and Nickpour (2022) mapped the different applications and communications of inclusive and human-centred design in oral healthcare across a matrix of design communication
and application in figure 1. below.
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Figure 1. A Matrix of Design Communication and Application (Leason and Nickpour, 2022)

From the 50 projects reviewed only 38% explicitly mention Inclusive Design, Human-Centred
Design or a neighbouring field. This is 18% of the total design projects in oral healthcare.
The above findings coupled with the Tibbles and Nickpour (2022) systematic mapping results
showing that 82% of contributions by the field of healthcare using design methods, methodologies and approaches had no designer as part of the team, this is concerning from the perspective of rigour and design identity.
It can be argued that the non-standardisation of definitions of design methods and methodological processes will lead to misunderstanding, misuse, leading to a loss of value and trust
outside of the field of design, lack of rigour and development in design research, and importantly limited outcomes and impact overall.
However, this perspective developed as a systematic task was conducted and it may not be
in the best interest to design’s multifaceted identity, values and progression to have refined
definitions at the risk of over-defining and damaging the creative nature inherent to design.
Observations and insights as a lived-experience designer
Having lived-experience of visual impairment as well as having worked with many lived-experience individuals and critical disability researchers, it becomes strikingly obvious how the
perception of terminology varies between Designers and the people they often work with.
One example of such, is the practice of “co-design”. The term is often used by designers to
describe any level of interaction with user groups, however from the perspective of the “users”, it should refer to a somewhat equal involvement and acknowledgement of contribution, otherwise it can easily lead to a tokenistic practice. Within the lived experience community the general consensus seems to be that if something is labelled as ‘co-design’, every
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‘co-designer’ needs to be acknowledged and otherwise to stick to other terminology such as
“user-testing”.

1.5 Inputs
Supporting research
Inputs from the reviews and experiences have been echoed in recent studies looking to analyse the impact of design and its methods used in healthcare (King et al., 2022; Bazzano et
al., 2017; Chamberlain et al., 2015; Masterson et al., 2022). Reviews found problems related
to the absence and fluidity of definitions, replicability of methods, description of methodologies used, participant involvement in co-design, evaluation of effectiveness or impact of projects on health. There is a healthy tension between wanting to define what design does
without over defining and restricting the necessary creative process, Masterson et al. (2022)
suggests that “…future applied research should focus on articulating the underlying principles and values that need to be translated and explored in practice.” Therefore this conversation aims to make initial progress towards better design visibility and reporting methods.

2. Conversation preparation
2.1 Planned Conversation Schedule
Table 1. Planned schedule of conversation
Throughout the conference
~5 days

Three different postcards were placed around the
main venues of the conference that attendees
could fill in and reply to via Twitter (see Figure
1&2)

Pre-conversation
~15 minutes

As participants came into the space they were
asked to fill in a postcard before the conversation
began (both in person and online)

Introduction
10 minutes

Quick background introductions to converners,
explanation as to ‘why we are having this conversation’, and introducing the triad of questions
structuring the conversation

Question 1 What is the state?
40 minutes

Observations; during systematic mapping reviews
and lived experiences surround design definitions,
[10 minutes]
Insights; external publications and reports on the
topic, [5 minutes]
Input; results of participant postcards, [5 minutes]
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Activity further defining what makes up the state
of design definitions through distinctions and dimensions, [20 minutes]
Question 2 Why are they important?
15 minutes

From the perspective of rigour and impact, holding
a in-group discussion with the prompted questions:
What are the implications of the current state of
definitions - within design, outside design, in practice, research & policy?
What is the relationship between design definitions, rigour & impact?
Does adopting a lens of rigour and impact change
where you would put yourself on the spectrum
from the postcards?
What other lenses might we consider?
Are design definitions even important at all?

Question 3 Where do we go?
15 minutes

Where do we go from here? Revisiting our
thoughts from the conversation and holding a
group discussion of what may be accomplished on
an short term individual scale to a long time discipline and industry scale

Wrap up
10 minutes

Summary of conversations, key takeaways from
the conveners perspective, and potential next
steps

2.2 Engagement Postcards
Several postcards were distributed (Figure 2 and 3) around different conference venues
aiming to
1. Collect data in order to map the overall trend prior to the conversation
2. Engage attendees with the topic and advertise the conversation.
Three different widely known terms were selected, to establish if methods (co-design), approaches (inclusive design) or disciplines (industrial design) had equal or differing importance to the conference attendees. The ambiguity of the term “important” was intentional with an aim that participants would also question in what context are definitions important.
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Figure 2. Three postcards that were distributed throughout the conference, side 1.

Figure 3. Three postcards that were distributed throughout the conference, side 2.

Figure 4. In-person conversation postcard
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2.2 Miro board
A Miro Board with planned activities digitised was created to mirror the in-person conversation for online attendees (figure 5). This included the pre-conversation postcard activity, activities for question 1, 2, 3 and an after-conversation section.

Figure 5. Miro board for online participants

3. What happened in the conversation
The postcards were handed out at the beginning of the conversation in order to have an uninfluenced opinion of definitions before the introduction presenting the arguments from
the conveeners observations, insights and inputs as outlined above.

3.1 Findings from handouts: Visual outcomes
Combined results (n=92) of the online and in person results represented in figure 6. Similarities were found in co-design and inclusive design where the majority of results sit on the
side of importance, while industrial design is more of an unsure importance leaning to not
very important.

Figure 6. The combined results of postcards
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This might be because methods and methodologies are applied and require defining more
frequently and contextually within projects vs industrial design which describes a shifting
territory of design commonly defined by university departments.

3.2 Conversational responses to outcomes
What is the current state of design ‘definitions’?
The session began with an open forum in which participants were asked if anyone with an
outlying view within co-design and inclusive design had changed their opinion since presenting the conveners observations, insights and inputs. Participants who had previously marked
‘not important’ to definitions were persuaded that the conversation is worth further analysis.
“...I thought it was not very harmful if you have different views of how we design together, as long as we design together and then it's not that important that it's really,
sort of, lined out very good. But uh, of course you talked a bit about other perspectives
that it still may be important also to show what we do when we design together to,
um, to do it properly.” - Participant 1

None of the participants thought that an extreme of no definition or that a strict procedural
definition was desirable. What emerged was a conversation questioning to what level we define things and to always define the context in which it’s being used in, this was true for both
researchers and practitioners.
“...design, by its very nature, is ambiguous in a sense. You know, it's open ended. It's
that fuzzy front end of design… it's almost like every time you go to write about design
or write about your practice or your process, you almost go through the double diamond design process to create the definition itself. (...) That's the definition that was
in relation to the context that you used it in and what you discovered in that particular
instance. And it changes to what everybody's experience of design [is]… It's actually
the beauty of design, the fact that it is so fluid and translatable and transferable to different contexts and different situations.” - Participant 2
“...co-design or inclusive design can have multiple definitions but I think it's important
that that definition is stated…I'm a design practitioner, and if we do a medical device
project, for example, and we do a usability study, it would have to be conducted with
the users we've identified in the intended use statement, in the beginning of the project. So I think it is important that yes, co-design can have multiple definitions, but we
need some transparency or visibility of which definition is being used in which particular project, tool or piece of research.” - Participant 3

It may be preferred to define the central tenets of a method, approach or discipline and allow for a degree of interpretation around how it’s applied as one participant said, “... give a
very broad definition and have some minimal rules.”
In this case the conveners could identify, analyse and synthesise certain aspects of a method
or methodology. It is considered a use of that method if the project has satisfied rule A, B
and C.
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Who decides a definition, who uses it and where it’s used was part of the next section of the
conversation.
Why are they important? What are the implications of design ‘definitions’ on research,
practice and policy?
A set of design distinctions and dimensions were presented, on which participants could
map the state of a definition across in figure 6 and figure 7. Within distinctions, closely related but distinctly different definitions and the questions attached to them were placed.
These distinctions open questions on the state of definitions, who is defining design, is it
happening with the design field itself or is it being defined outside of the field by those who
are using it? Where are these distinctions being made? Are other disciplines using fluid definitions gradually building a definition or do we as designers in these conversational spaces
define what they mean? And which definitions are being distinguished from each other,
what are the core distinctions between Inclusive Design and Universal design? Extra space
was left for others to consider what other distinctions may exist.

Figure 6. Distinctions of design definitions

With dimensions of definitions some examples were given and space was left for participants to decide what other dimensions of a definition may exist that creates the current
state of definitions. Granularity refers to how heavily a definition is defined, is there room
for creativity or interpretation or is it strictly defined. Degrees of agreeability can exist in
multiple ways; across a discipline, between disciplines, between researchers or even authors
of a paper. How dynamic is the definition, is it fixed, is it evolving and being experimented
with, Industrial Design is a discipline that is currently evolving to better fit its current intellectual territory. Participants were asked to consider:
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1. What other distinctions and dimensions might we need to consider to understand the state of design definitions?
2. What is your experience with design definitions?
3. Where did you put yourself on the postcard?

Figure 7. Dimensions of design definitions

One example offered describing contrasting feelings between two distinct practices by a participant was Dunne & Raby’s 2009 work in progress “a/b”shown in figure 8. As the designers
describe it on the project page, “It's a sort of a manifesto that positions what we do in relation to how most people understand design.”
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Figure 8. Dunne & Raby, Work in progress “a/b”, 2009.

This led to a conversation about shifting boundaries of definitions and exploring the edges of
a definition to try and understand it, countered with an appeal to focus on having a strong
understanding of the core as participant stated, “otherwise you end up with a bit of a donut
with a hole in the middle, you know, where you don't actually come to fully understand the
core of a practice because actually the sort of periphery is sometimes more exciting because
it's more ambiguous and vague sometimes.”
Another point of tension was explanation vs a label. It was argued that as long as the
method was clearly stated and explained within a project it can be rigorous and defended, as
a participant said, “If they've got a problem with the methods that were used in that particular project, explore the problems with the methods. Don't focus on the label.” However labels or defined terms are needed because as another participant continues, “...it is a tool to
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be used in a context between people.” and while it may be critical to have a common language surrounding definitions “...it's also about kind of owning the profession because other
people are doing quite similar things, that in the design field and we like to pick the cherries
from the other bushes. So, ‘We use your method, so it's now ours.’ … of course we do it, but
in a way we need to be clear about what we do and why we do.” It may be that defining our
methods, approaches and disciplines gives the field of design a greater sense of academic
identity and distinction from the methods we adopt from other fields.
Although design may borrow from other fields and sciences, it isn’t one of its own. There are
three typical faculties within a university; health and life sciences, humanities, arts, and social sciences, and science and engineering. From an epistemological point of view, each defines ways to approach knowledge quite differently. So what about design? Should design be
a science and follow a scientific process? Does it borrow the definitions and knowledge
building methods from these faculties when working in or with them or should we, a convener stated, “... move towards a way or a model of design science, define it the way it is,
own it, be very kind of central and proud of it, but then also clarify what are the distinctions
in terms of our design scientific method.”
How should design ‘definitions’ transition and progress from here?
The participants were asked to summarise their key takeaways from the conversation in
groups:
• Explanation and contextualisation of a method, approach or discipline is more
important than the definition itself.
• Alongside explanations, definitions are a shorthand to communicate with others shared or unshared values, and the values that underpin design methods
may help progress the conversation further.
• It may be difficult to define what design does as design strives to be creative
and innovative, it is perhaps an epistemological problem as the underlying
cause
• From a participant's outsider perspective “...designers do a lot of things other
professions don't do.” However, ”...they don't communicate it in the way I
would like it, like to hear it as a sociologist.“

4. Reflections and recommendations
Referring back to the questions and aims of this conversation, how well can they be answered on the basis of this conversation.
What is the current state of design ‘definitions’?
The current state appears to be vague, disputed but dynamic. While there are no specific
rules to design definitions, they’ve been described to have a set of shared values embedded
in their methods and approaches which are increasingly valuable outside of the field of de-
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sign. It is recommended that definitions on an individual scale are well explained and contextualised in each instance of use, on a discipline scale it may be critical to outline the core values, principles and components of methods and approaches to ensure it translates well
across disciplines so that researchers can begin to identify, analyse and synthesise design research contributions.
What are the implications of design ‘definitions’ on research, practice and policy?
In terms of implications for research, it is argued that clearer agreed upon definitions and
strong contextualisation of methods and approaches will help progress design research.
There are perceived issues surrounding definitions which may be an underlying epistemological issue, will design borrow from other epistemologies or will it nurture its own form of
knowledge-making distinct from others?
For practice and policy, little implication can be made other than having clearer definitions
as part of a shared language will help design to be better understood across disciplines and
towards customers.
How should design ‘definitions’ transition and progress from here?
This cannot be fully answered from the outcomes of this conversation, there seems to be
many different directions that design can take. Having outlined some things design may do
to reduce negative consequences of fluid definitions but for a progressive direction, this will
require a wider conversation about the identity of design as a discipline from the perspective
of rigour and impact.

4.1 Conversation reflections and recommendations
Were the aims of this conversation met?
Some of the aims were met and wider discourse and considerations for design as a discipline
were uncovered to discuss further. Highlighting healthy tensions between designs' creative
essence and its growing need to define increasingly popular methods and approaches so
that values and understanding are not lost in translation.
How well did the structure and handouts of the conversation aid the aims?
The postcards drew attention from conference attendees, however, in terms of a public data
gathering tool, it was not successful with very little engagement received on twitter. This
may be due to attendees not wanting to be identified and it would have been preferable to
anonymise the process, or simply attendees did not want to engage with the topic. Within
the conversation however, it was a quick data gathering tool which was able to spark debate
from the results.
The structure of the first two questions of the conversation was successful, participants engaged with the topic and the conveners were able to anticipate some of the outcomes of
this conversation and build upon it, in the second part. However, because of the good en-
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gagement the conveners didn’t want to cut short any debate which resulted in the third section only reaching a surface level of discussion and the “where do we go from here” question was left as a takeaway for participants to consider out of the conversation.
What would we have changed and what would we recommend others planning on building upon this conversation.
In terms of conversational structure, the conveners recommend that within the timeframe
of the conversation to cover two questions rather than three, as a preference that it is better to have two questions discussed in depth than three at a surface level.
As a topic, the conveners recommend attempting to come to a draft agreement about the
definition of a method or approach by establishing core values and components, such as codesign, allowing for conscious space for creativity within the definition. Also to discuss the
trajectory of design as a discipline and how it may develop its epistemological base.
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